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Harvesting maple syrup in Wales Hollow. 


by Ethelyn Weller 


Wales is one of the earliest of the 
towns of Erie County. It was formed 
from Willink by State Law on April 15, 
1818, while Erie County was still a part of 
Niagara County. Not until the separation 
of Erie County from Niagara in 1821 was 
Willink a part of Erie County. In fact, it 
was a large part of Erie County for some 
time, comprising several areas that were 
later established as independent towns. 

As time went on this huge town 
was divided into several smaller ones until 
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Willink was left with only 12 square miles. 
In 1818 one of the towns so separated was 
Wales, an agricultural, dairying area per- 
haps so named because its hills and green 
fields seemed to resemble the Wales of 
Britain. At the same time, the Town of 
Holland was taken off, and the name of 
the last remaining part of Willink was 
changed to Aurora. 

Wales is situated in the eastern part 
of Erie County with its boundaries being 
Aurora on the west, Holland on the south 


and Marilla on the north. Originatly it 
also adjoined a part of the Buffalo Creek 
Reservation. Like all Erie County towns, 
Wales was at one time a part of the huge 
Holland Land Company survey, being in 
township 9, range 5. 

The large holdings of the Holland 
Land Company in Western New York had 
a varied history of ownership. In early 
colonial days, the Kings of England granted 
the rights to huge pieces of land in the new 
world to friends and relatives. Because of 
grants to the Plymouth Company and the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony, the State of 
Massachusetts claimed this territory. How- 
ever, because a similar grant had been 
made to the Duke of York, after whom 
the State was named, New York also 
claimed the western area. To complicate 
the situation, the United States Govern- 
ment had recognized the rights of the 
Iroquois to this same land. 

In 1786, representatives of the 
State of Massachusetts and New York 
met in Hartford, Connecticut. Here, 
Massachusetts agreed to give up its claim 
and the Iroquois territory was recognized 
as part of New York. However, it was 
decided that if these lands were purchased 
from the Iroquois, Massachusetts would 
receive payment for them. After the 
Hartford Convention,a company organized 
by Phelps and Gorham contracted with 
Massachusetts for the rights to the land in 
Western New York. When they were not 
able to keep up the payments to the State 
of Massachusetts, the right to purchase 
land was sold by Massachusetts to Robert 
Morris. 

In 1791, Robert Morris — financier 
of the American Revolution — bought 
3,000,000 acres of land in Western New 
York. Morris, who had large investments 
in Europe, was pressed by debts. So in 
1793, he sold most of his holdings to a 
group of merchants in Holland. 


Although five banking houses in 
Holland were involved, their interests 
were so closely related that they picked 
a single agent to manage their lands. This 
group became known as the Holland Land 
Company with headquarters in Philadel- 
phia. 

Before The Holland Land Company 
could begin to resell their land, the Indians 
title to it had to be transferred to them. 
A council was held at Big: Tree in the 
summer of 1797 attended by the Iroquois 
sachems and their tribes; Morris; James 
Wadsworth, representing the Federal 
Government; and Joseph Ellicott on behalf 
of the Holland Land Company. The 
Seneca chief, Red Jacket, was difficult to 
deal with. It was necessary to give 
presents to influential women of the tribe 
and to make generous bribes to several 
chiefs in order to persuade the Indians to 
grant their land rights to the Holland 
Land Company. About 200,000 acres 
were set aside for reservations. 

In 1835, the Holland Land 
Company would sell its remaining acres 
and debts in this vast tract to several 
groups of investors, one of which was the 
Farmers Loan & Trust Co. of New York 
City, which controlled the Erie County 
holdings of the old Holland Land Compa- 
ny. Family traditions in Wales support 
the story that several Waies farmers were 
active in the Lock incident in Varysburg 
where Land Office employees evicted Mr. 
Lock from his farm in 1836. Neighbors 
aided Lock in regaining possession of his 
property. This led to the attack on the 
Batavia office of the Holland Land Compa- 
ny. The dispute was settled when more 
lenient contacts were made with farmers 
who had purchased land in the area. 

Plans were made, and in 1797 the 
Holland Land Company hired Joseph 
Ellicott, a surveyor, to lay out the Purchase 
in an orderly way. This he did, going into 
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laid out in ranges with dividing town lines. 
Straight roads were built through the 
forests. Eventually the ranges were further 
divided into huge lots, each % of a mile 
square and containing 360 acres. 


The first settlers to stay came into 
Wales in 1806. They were William and 
Ethan Allen, grandsons of the Ethan Allen 
who captured Fort Ticonderoga in 1775 
Amos Clatk-and William Hoyt The next 
year Jacob Turner settled near William 
Allen. Each year after this a few more 
pioneers braved the wilderness and made 
homes for their families in the town. 

These first few pioneers lived a 
rugged life. Most of their homes were log 
cabins, there were few conveniences, poor 
roads and almost no communications be- 
yond that of nearby neighbors. But they 
stayed. Of such pioneers was America 
formed! 

Elections were held regularly on 
the Holland Purchase and the first one in 
what is now Wales was held in 1807 in 
Jacob Turner’s log cabin. With very little 
means of transportation in those days 
those in charge of an election rode around 
a territory on horseback and collected the 
ballots from the settlers. This might take 
two or three days. In this early Wales 


election it took three days to get in all the 
Today there are two election 


returns, 


A, F. Torge Store. 
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2 in South Wales. Wales has no incorpo- 
rated villages - just communities. 

James Wood settled in the town 
about 1810 and for a time the small cen- 
ter that formed around his home was 
called Wood’s Hollow, later renamed Wales 
Hollow. Today this is still the commun- 
ity of Wales Hollow. 

James Wood became quite a prom- 
inent citizen in the town. He was a mer- 
chant for many years; was a member of 
the State Assembly in 1846; and from 
1848 to 1851 he was the town’s super- 
visor. He was also a Postmaster in Wales 
at one time. 

In 1810, Jacob Turner built a 
frame house to replace his log cabin. 
This was the first such structure in the 
town but with this as a beginning others 
soon followed Turner in erecting frame 
buildings. 

In-1821, the town had its first Post 
Office. This was in a store owned by 
James Wood, and William A. Burt was ap- 
pointed the first Postmaster. At that time 
the area was called Hall’s Corners or Hol- 
low, after Isaac Hall, who built the first 
hotel in this section. This is now the ham- 
let of Wales Center. Two years later Wood 
became Postmaster. In 1826 another Post 
Office was established in what today is 
South Wales. As the need arose Post Of- 
fice facilities and services have been en- 
larged to meet today’s postal require- 
ments. The town of Wales started its 
first rural delivery service in 1905. The 
present post office in Wales Center is now 
located in one of the town’s oldest build- 
ings. 

Much use was made of the for- 
ests. Houses, barns, stores, all kinds of 
buildings were made of wood at first. 
This also brought industry to the town. 
There were several flourishing saw mills 
but there was another industry which had 
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a product which for many was a sole 
means of making actual cash sales. 

This was the cutting and burning 
of beautiful hard-wood trees and the sav- 
ing of their ashes. These “‘asheries,”’ as 
they were called, furnished a profitable 
product for the settlers. The ashes were 
in demand by dealers who sold them to 
manufacturers of lye and also a crude 
type of laundry soap. 

Other early industries of Wales 
were grist mills, tanneries, a winery, cheese 
factories and dairies, small stores, hotels, 
and other short-lived ventures. 

Another small hamlet formed in 
the southwest part of ‘the town and was 
soon named South Wales. In 1816, Aaron 
Warner owned the first store and tavern 
in this area. There were other early stores, 
a grist mill and a tannery, but the section 
remained lightly populated and devoted 
to agriculture. 

The town soon developed into 
excellent dairy country. There were large 
cheese factories in both Wales and South 


Wales and a butter factory and dairy in 
Wales Center. The day was past when 
the sale of ashes was the only “money 
crop.” 

Today, Wales is a town of large 
farms devoted mostly to dairying. For 
the large herds of cattle it is necessary to 
have abundant grazing fields as well as 
space for the other needs of this type of 
farm. Many of these farmers now-own 
from 200 to 300 acre farms and some add 
rented acreage to their regular farms. 

There are many beautiful maple 
trees in Wales and these also provide a 
short-lived income each spring when it is 
possible to procure many gallons of sap 
from these trees which is made into syrup 
and maple sugar. These products go far 
beyond local consumption as they are 
widely used by manufacturers of commer- 
cial syrups and several types of delicious 
candy. 

After the town’s inauguration in 
1818, a town board meeting was held in 
the home of Daniel Rowley, and John 


Maplesugar cookhouse in Wales Hollow, 
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Cole was elected as first supervisor. He 
held this office for only one year and 
then was succeeded by Ebenezer Holmes 
who held it until 1826. William A. Burt 
was the first town clerk. 

Considering the time and the crude- 
ness of the life of this early town this 
board set up an excellent group of offi- 
cials. There was a highway commissioner, 
assessors, tax collectors, constables, and a 
school inspector. This certainly showed 
foresight on the part of the pioneers as, 
especially in the case of the schools, edu- 
cation was far from advanced ai this date. 

The first school was a very simple 
structure, one room, with a big stove for 
heating, an occasional lamp used for very 
dull days and a clanging bell which called 
the pupils in for classes. The “janitor” 
was often one of the pupils, or even the 
teacher. Teachers received very little pay 
in those days. 

Schools, however, were often a 
social center. They and the churches 
offered just about the only places where 
the people, old and young, could get to- 
gether for a meal or an evening’s enter- 


tainment, probably all of home talent, but 
much enjoyed. Holidays were often cele- 
brated together such as an occasional 
summer-time outing for a celebration on 
the 4th of July. 

The first school of any size men- 
tioned in Wales was a Union grade school 
opened in 1896. This was described as a 
fine, two-story frame building with two 
departments and two teachers. In 1930a 
one-room school was built on Center- 
line Road, replacing a building that had 
burned, and a new school was also erected 
in this same year in Wales. Since 1952, 
the town of Wales has been affiliated with 
the Iroquois school system which includes 
the towns of Elma and Marilla. 

There were several early churches 
in the town of Wales. In 1841,a Congre- 
gational society was formed by 12 resi- 
dents, with a “meeting house” dedicated 
the next year. A church in Wales Center 
was formed by Methodists and Baptists in 
1830, both societies using the same build- 
ing. This is still active and now known 
as the Wales Center Community Baptist 
Church. 
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A Free Methodist church was or- 
ganized in 1851, the church not complet- 
ed until 1862. Another Methodist church 
was organized in Wales in 1831 and in 
1834 a church was built. A Lutheran 
society was also organized in 1831. A 
Baptist society was started in Wales Cen- 
ter in 1840, the members at first meeting 
in homes or at the school. The next year 
a Congregational church was organized in 
South Wales, the members also meeting in 
the school until a church could be erected. 
This later became a Presbyterian society 
and a new parsonage was added in 1906. 

About 1821, Isaac Hall started a 
stage coach route through the town. This 
was four-horse carriages and followed 
along Big Tree Road, which was the 
town’s main thoroughfare. This was call- 
ed “Middle Road” by the Holland Land 
Company, but the settlers renamed it 


“Big Tree Road.” It started at the Big 


Tree on the Indian Reservation and the 


road was surveyed and laid out in the 
summer of 1803. It extended from near 


Geneseo to Lake Erie about a mile south 
of the southern line of the reservation. 
EE _ 


bec Big Tree Road, now known 
as U.S. Highway 20A. 


Today there is a definite lack of 
general medical practice in most small 
towns. Early Wales had no such trouble. 
In 1842, Dr. Gilbert McBeth settled in 
Wales Center and a year later his brother, 
Dr. John McBeth joined him. 

Other physicians also mentioned 
were Doctors Asa Warren, William Miller, 
Bradley Goodyear, Gilbert Bridgeman, 
Charles Hill, J. G. Rowe, and M. B. 
Searles. Dr. Searles later moved to East 
Aurora. 

In Wales village two doctors were 


Center 


House. 


mentioned - Dr. Richards, who came to 
the area about 1832 and was succeeded 
by Dr. James Ives. In South Wales Dr. 
Ira Watson came to the village in 1812 
and practised there until his death. Other 
doctors were Levinus W. Cornwall, A. C. 
Osborn, and his brother, Frank Osborn. 

This was a day before so many 
specialists and the family doctors were 
highly regarded. Their charges were usu- 
ally small, often set according to the 
means of a patient, sometimes even being 
taken in produce or hand work instead of 
cash. They were on call at all hours and 
often spent many hours driving over poor 
roads with a horse-drawn “buggy” or 
sleigh. The advent of the automobile 
helped them but it also soon resulted in 
fewer country doctors. With better trans- 
portation facilities and larger remunera- 
tion in the cities the doctors began to 
establish themselves and their practices 
there. 


The communities in Wales are all 
under one government with a Supervisor, 
a Town Clerk, and all the other officials so 
necessary today in the efficient running of 
a town government. Being a second class 
town, its Town Board includes the two 
Justices of the Peace as well as two elected 
board members. In 1967, a new official 
was appointed when the office of Dog 
Warden was established. Police protection 
is provided by a Chief Constable and his 
appointed aides, aided by Deputy Sheriffs 
of Erie County and the N.Y. State Police, 
if necessary. 

There are two volunteer fire de- 
partments in Wales. A fire truck was 
purchased and the first company organized 
in 1928 in South Wales. In 1930, the Wales 
Center Volunteer Fire Company was es- 
tablished. In 1960, this company built a 
fine new hall which houses three modern, 
well equipped fire trucks and other neces- 
sary items. Since 1940, snow removal 
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machines have also been a part of Wales 
services for its citizens. In 1970, the South 
Wales Fire Department completed a new 
hall to house the equipment. 

Telephones have been in Wales 
since 1910 when the first lines were put 
through. Electric lines came through 
Wales Center in 1919, and through South 
Wales in 1923. Natural gas lines were laid 
through Wales Center and South Wales in 
1941, but some rural areas still do not 
have this service, even though the Tennes- 
see Gas Transmission put a 24-inch gas 
line through the town in 1951. There are 
no water mains in the town and residents 
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must depend on wells for this service. 

Flood control has been an im- 
portant subject in Wales. Buffalo Creek 
and its branches have caused serious 
damage at times by flooding homes, roads, 
and bridges along its route. In 1949, a 
flood control project was started which 
has meant much to the town in con- 
trolling these floods. 

One of the most recent ventures 
in the town was the erection in 1968 of a 
tower on Warren Hill Road by WGR-TV. 
This tower is 1,000 feet high and its 
antenna reaches out for 125 feet. It was 
erected at a cost of $600,000. 


So, Wales remains today a scenic, 
busy, prosperous part of Erie County, 
devoted to agriculture and dairying. At 
one time there were more covered bridges 
in Wales than in any other town in Erie 
County, but these are gone now, replaced 
for the most part, by more modern bridges 
capable of handling the heavier traffic of 
today that crosses them. Wales hills and 
valleys and clear waters attract many 
people to summer homes in the area. It 
is only a pleasant drive from Buffalo and 
these lovers of nature can easily commute 
during the summer if they so desire. 


Published by 


THE BUFFALO AND ERIE COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 


In commemoration of 


THE ERIE COUNTY SESQUICENTENNIAL 


1971 


The Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society 
disclaims responsibility for the statements, 
whether of fact or opinion, made by the author. 


Goodrich Ptg/Litho Inc Brs9 


